Since Moscow decided to host the APEC Summit in Vladivostok, Russian policymakers and scholars have argued that Russia should be a "Euro-Pacific power". However, Russia's regional and bilateral priorities in Asia as well as her strategy to become a Pacific power remain uncertain. With the increase in the strategic significance of an ice-free Arctic, the sea of the Far Eastern region is gaining military importance for the Russian Navy. This article examines how the emergence of an ice-free Arctic could influence the security situation surrounding the "Kuril Islands".
Introduction
This article discusses the influence of the growing importance of maritime security both in the Arctic Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk on the security situation in Northeast Asia, by focusing on the Japan-Russia relationship. Since Russia at the 2006 APEC Summit in Hanoi proposed hosting the 2012 APEC summit, the development of the Russian Far East has become a national priority and one of the main areas object of public investment. By the end of Putin's second presidency (May 2004 -May 2008 , the Russian government revised the federal target program "Economic and Social Development of the Russian Far East and Transbaikal from 1996 to 2010" 2 and extended the period of the program to 2013. Unlike Yeltsin's federal target program that did not work because of fund shortage, the revised federal target program secured financial resources by the federal budget both under the Putin and Medvedev presidencies. Although Russia's GDP growth rate fell sharply to -7.8% in 2009 after recording a 7% average annual growth rate for the past eight years, the federal government did not reduce public investment in APEC preparation works.
As President Putin expressed in his speech at the APEC Economic Leaders' Meeting on 8 September 2012, Moscow's policy makers regard Vladivostok to be a Russian gateway to the Pacific Ocean and Southeast Asia as well as the shortest passage to Europe for AsiaPacific countries. In terms of Russia's integration policy towards the Pacific Rim countries, foreign observers tended to conclude that Moscow blames its dependence on China to gain a legitimate political and military presence in the Asia-Pacific region since the collapse of the Soviet Union and is striving to diversify its relations with other Asia-Pacific countries. 3 There seems to be a consensus among experts on Russo-China relations that the close cooperative relationship between the two countries reached a peak around 2005 when Russian arms exports to China hit a new record of 3.1 billion US$. 4 Since then, the amount of arms trade has decreased and both countries have suffered from contradictions of national interests in military-technology cooperation, gas and oil prices, and relations with North Korea.
Sharing the view on Russia's diversification strategy, Natasha Kurt paid attention to the fact that in the Russo-Chinese border region of the Russian Far East, there are concerns that the federal government's development policy is based on the most optimistic scenario.
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Besides the federal target program for the period to 2013, the federal government adopted a "Long term development strategy for the Far East and Baikal for the period to 2025" in December 2009. In the "Strategy," the federal government set out to integrate the Russian Far East both with other Russian regions and neighboring Asia-Pacific countries by primarily securitizing Russia as an energy resource supplier. However, Kurt noted that although this official development "program" and "strategy" were elaborated as one of the means to lower the economic dependence on China, the Russian Far East will not be able to implement these 2 This program was originally signed by the federal government in April 1996. 3 Christophersen, Gaye: "Russia's Breakthrough into the Asia-Pacific: China's Role", International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, vol. 10, no. 1 (2010), pp. 61-62. 4 The total amount of Russian arms export to China started to fall from 2006. In 2012, it was 0.68 billion US$. See SIPRI, at http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php. As a cause of the reduction in arms trade between Russia and China, it is pointed out that Russia was displeased with China's practice of copying Russianmade weapons and selling them to third countries. See: The National Institute for Defense Studies Japan (2010) projects without China as a biggest energy importer as well as a major foreign investor into this region. 6 On the one hand, Russia's Asia policy since 2006 has been examined primarily from the perspective of the necessity to reduce economic dependence on China in the Sino-Russian border region. On the other hand, the potential of diversification of the relations between Russia and Pacific Rim countries has not yet been sufficiently elucidated even after the Vladivostok APEC Summit. The following sections focus on Russia's growing interest in maritime security in Northeast Asia, particularly her relations with the major Pacific countries, China, and Japan. The second section explains the background regarding why Russia's strategic interests are growing not only in continental Asia but also in the Arctic and the Pacific Ocean under the third Putin administration (since 7 May 2012). The third section considers Japan's priority in Russia's Asia policy based on official documents. The fourth section argues about the changing importance of the Kuril Islands for Russia and the potential to expand Japan-Russia relations in the sphere of maritime security.
Change in Regional Priorities in Putin's Foreign Policy
The revised version of the Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation was approved by President Putin on 12 February 2013 (hereafter "the Concept of 2013"). In terms of Russian foreign policy makers' perception of current global politics, the Concept of 2013 says that "the ability of the West to dominate the world economy and politics continues to diminish. The global power and development potential now is now more dispersed and is shifting to the East, primarily to the Asia-Pacific region" and also that "the emergence of new global economic and political actors with Western countries trying to preserve their traditional positions is enhancing global competition, which is manifested in the growing instability in international relations." In these surroundings, Russia strives to provide support for emerging new powers through multilateral formats such as G20, BRICS, SCO, and RIC, while putting emphasis on her position as a permanent member of the Security Council of the United Nations. The substance of the new foreign policy concept is in principle based on the Concept of 2000, which was approved under the first Putin presidency. He also mentioned the need to revive the airport at Tiksi, which is located on the Arctic sea coast of the Sakha Republic.
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The Northern Sea Route was initially formed to transport ordinary cargoes. However, it was used to supply Soviet frontier posts and military intelligence bases in the Arctic Ocean with equipment during the Cold War period.
11 For ten years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Northern Sea Route lost its military role as well as cargo transport via the Arctic Ocean. However, since around 2000, the permanent ice cap that covered much of the Arctic Ocean has been melting caused by global warming year by year during summer. In this context, the Northern Sea Route, particularly the Northeast Passage which is a shipping route connecting the Atlantic Ocean with the Pacific Ocean along the northern coast of Russia, started to draw attention not only from Arctic states but also from non-Arctic actors. This route is more secure than existing sea routes connecting Europe with Asia primarily because the vessels navigating through the Northern Sea Route can avoid passing chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca and the waters off the coast of Somalia.
In 2009, foreign merchant ships started to go through the Northeast Passage including three ships of the German company Beluga. 12 The amount of cargo transported by this route increased from about 145,000 tons in 2010 to about 1.26 million tons in 2012.
13 Also, the number of vessels has increased to thirty-four in 2012 from twenty-six in 2011. In particular, the shipping vessels bound for China and South Korea have been increasing more recently. There were eight vessels carrying energy resources to South Korea in 2012. Until 2011, most of the shipping vessels passing through the Northern Passage transported European products to Asia-Pacific countries. However, in 2012 the first shipping vessel carrying fertilizer from China to Europe used the Northern Passage.
14 Besides, at the end of 2012, Gazprom announced on its website that the company had successfully supplied LNG (liquefied natural gas) to Japan via the Northeast Passage for the first time in the world. 15 It is still uncertain whether there is enough demand for LNG supply via the Northern Sea Route to Japan since Japan's import of Sakhalin-2 LNG has increased from 3% (2009) to 9% (2012). 16 Furthermore, both governments agreed in principle to the joint construction of an LNG terminal in Vladivostok at the Japan-Russia Summit Meeting in September 2012. 17 The Japan side was interested in expanding the import quantity of Russian LNG from Sakhalin and Vladivostok in order to reduce the import cost. Given this, it seems that the main purpose of Gazprom's announcement is to advertise the reasonability and the reality of the Northeast Passage to the world market. Thus, developing and securing the entire route of the Northeast Passage has become a high-priority task in order to show Russia's presence in the transportation system connecting Northeast Asian countries with European countries.
Pragmatism in Russia's Foreign Policy towards Asia-Pacific Countries
The other notable change in the Concept of 2013 is that the priority placed on relations with Japan became lower than described in the Concept of 2000. In terms of bilateral relations in the Asia-Pacific region, friendship relations with China and India are given top priority, followed by the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (hereafter DPRK) and the Republic of Korea, Japan, Mongolia, Vietnam, Australia, and New Zealand in the Concept of 2013. In the 2000 version, Japan was put in third place after China and India, and was followed by Iran and the Korean Peninsula. 18 The first Japan-Russia Summit Meeting under the third Putin presidency was held at Los Cabos, Mexico to attend the G20 Summit. At the meeting, Putin agreed with the then prime minister Yoshihiko Noda to reactivate negotiations concerning the territorial issue that stagnated under the Medvedev administration. As for the economic sphere, Noda mentioned that he expected tangible progress such as the realization of the LNG project in Vladivostok and the participation of Japanese enterprises in the Sakhalin-3 project. 19 Unlike the former president Medvedev (May 2008-May 2012), Putin seems to have had an incentive to promote territorial negotiations with Japan. However, why has the priority of relations with Japan become lower than before?
Since the then president Medvedev visited the disputed island of Kunashir on 1 November 2010, the Medvedev administration has pursued an assertive policy towards the four disputed islands of Etorofu, Kunashir, Shikotan, and Habomai. On the one hand, Moscow embarked on the modernization of the military forces deployed on these islands. On the other hand, the federal government accelerated the implementation of socio-economic development projects of the Kuril Islands in the framework of the federal target program "Social and Economic Development of the Kuril Islands (Sakhalin Oblast') in 2007-2015." 20 When Foreign Minister Lavrov delivered a speech at a conference on socio-economic development of the Russian Far East and cooperation with the Asia-Pacific region in Khabarovsk on 2 July 2010, he mentioned the potential to expand economic cooperation, primarily with South Korea, and then with China and India, while ignoring relations with Japan 21 . Some Japanese experts on Russia's foreign policy interpreted Lavrov's message as being that it was not worth expecting cooperation with Japan.
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According to the statistics published by the Far Eastern branch of the federal customs service, South Korea became the leading trade partner for the Far Eastern federal district in 2012. 23 South Korea, Japan, and China accounted for 32.3%, 28.8%, and 19.8% of the total exports of the Russian Far East respectively in 2012. As to the total imports, the percentages of these three countries were 46.3% for China, 17.9% for South Korea, and 9.4% for Japan. Furthermore, that "the potential for conflict in the Asia-Pacific remains significant, military arsenals are built up, and the risk of WMD proliferation is increasing" are referred to in the Concept of 2013. Moscow seems to recognize that the military threat has been growing in this region primarily because of North Korea's repeated missile launches and underground nuclear testing. Given these circumstances, the priority on bilateral relations in the Concept of 2013 is formed based on pragmatism in economic policy and military strategy.
Emergence of a new Role of the "Kuril Islands" and Japan-Russia Relations
Prior to publishing the foreign policy concept, President Putin instructed the federal government to develop the Navy, first and foremost in the Arctic areas and in Russia's Far East with the aim of protecting the Russian Federation's strategic interests by the "Executive order on implementing plans for building and developing the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, other troops, military units, and agencies and modernizing the military-industrial complex," which was signed by President Putin on 7 May 2012. 24 This section sets out to examine why Moscow intends to strengthen its naval forces in both areas.
First of all, an ice-free Arctic will allow military surface vessels to pass and submarines to surface in the Arctic Ocean. 25 Following the demise of the Soviet Union, Russia's military infrastructures were downsized in the Arctic region. If the Northern Passage is opened up to shipping in the near future, a number of foreign vessels would pass close to Russia's vulnerable northern coast. Russia's federal subjects on the northern coast face Canada and the United States across the Arctic Ocean. Therefore, while the revival of the Northeast Passage could promote the revitalization of the economy in the Russia's northern and Pacific coastal region, Russia's having to deal with a new strategic front would be inevitable. An ice-free Northeast Passage could also provide the Russian Navy with the shortest way to mobilize from the European theater to the East Asian theater, and vice versa. 26 In this sense, the opening up the Northeast Passage to foreign vessels is still controversial from the military strategic standpoint.
In addition to the military and commercial use of an ice-free Northern Sea Route, natural resources such as oil and natural gas on the Arctic continental shelf are expected. China is not an Arctic littoral state: it has, however, conducted Arctic exploration by the research vessel 雪龍 (Xuelong) since 1994. 27 There are two sea routes for Chinese naval vessels to leave the Pacific coast bound for the Arctic. One is the route sailing up the Pacific Ocean through the Tsugaru Strait. 28 The other is the route passing the Okhotsk Sea and the Bering Sea through the Soya Strait. 29 In October 2008, four Chinese vessels including a Sovremenny-class destroyer sailed through the Tsugaru Strait and circled around Japan. This navigation raised Russia's concern about China's future advance in the Arctic Ocean. 30 It estimated that the shipping route from Shanghai to Hamburg via the Northeast Passage along the north coast of Russia was 6,400 km shorter than the passage through the Strait of Malacca and the Suez Canal. 31 The Northern Sea Route would bring commercial benefits to China's economy that heavily depends on foreign trade.
China's icebreaker the Xuelong departed for its fifth Arctic exploration through the Northeast Passage via the Soya Strait in July 2012. After visiting Reykjavik (Iceland), the Xuelong changed its scheduled return route and tried the new route passing the North Pole for the reason that the Arctic sea ice was lower than expected. 32 If vessels can develop the new shipping route passing the North Pole, they could avoid passing the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of the Arctic littoral countries on most of the shipping route. 33 This would lead to a saving of the transit rate to be paid to the Arctic littoral countries. The Xuelong successfully passed through the new Arctic Sea route in September 2012 for the first time except Russia. On the return route, the Xuelong did not pass the Okhotsk Sea although it was scheduled to do so, but sailed the Sea of Japan through the Tsugaru Strait. This route change is regarded to be 26 Ibid., p. 78. 27 The Xuelong is a 163-meter-long vessel with a displacement of 21,000 tons, the world largest non-nuclear icebreaker. It was purchased from Ukraine in 1993: Jakobson, Linda: "China Prepares for an Ice-free Arctic," SIPRI Insights on Peace and Security, no. 2010/2 (2010), p. 3. 28 The Tsugaru Strait is the channel used for international navigation. This strait is located between the southern part of Hokkaido and the northern coast of Honshu (Japan's main island) connecting the Sea of Japan and the Pacific Ocean. 29 The Soya Strait (La Pérouse Strait) is also used for international navigation. This channel is located between the southern coast of Sakhalin and the northern coast of Hokkaido connecting the Sea of Japan and the Okhotsk Sea. 30 Hyodo, Shinji: "Chugoku ga mottomo onkei? Hokkyoku kouro no shutsugen = Ondanka de henka suru higashi ajia senryaku kankyou (Will China gain the maximum benefit? The emergence of the Northern Sea Route = Global warming causes the change in the security circumstances in East Asia)", Janet Jiji Press, China's response to Russia's warning shot that was launched when the Xuelong was passing the southern part of Okhotsk onward. 34 When China's vessels depart for the Arctic Ocean through the Soya Strait, they need to pass by the Kuril Islands, either the south coast of Paramushir or around Etorofu and Kunashir. The then president Medvedev planned to modernize the military bases on the Etorofu and Kunashir. 35 As chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces, General Nikolai Makarov announced in August 2012 that Bastion or BAL mobile coastal defense missile systems could be deployed on the Kuril Islands. 36 The modernization of the Russian military forces around the Kuril Islands can be seen to reinforce Russia's control against Japan's claim for sovereignty. However, considering that the missile range of the Bastion is 300 km, it would be deployed to secure the shipping route around the Kuril Islands rather than to prevent the enemy landing on the islands 37 . In this context, with growing potential to utilize an ice-free Arctic Ocean, the Kuril Islands are playing a new role as a key strategic zone to control the passage of foreign vessels bound for the Arctic Ocean in addition to the traditional nuclear submarine base.
The negotiations on territorial issues over the four islands between Japan and Russia have been stagnant since the then president Medvedev visited Kunashir in November 2010, while Russian energy supply to Japan has been increasing since 2009. After taking power again, Putin has showed a willingness to reactivate the territorial negotiations with Japan. For instance, soon after the regime change to the LDP (Liberal Democratic Party, Japan) was ensured in December 2012, Putin stated that "we have received a signal from Tokyo, from the party that has come to power again, that the party's leadership will seek to conclude a peace treaty" and he added that "we highly value it and intend to conduct a constructive dialogue on the issue". 38 On the one hand, he has repeatedly insisted that Japan and Russia should seek a mutually acceptable solution to the issue of territorial dispute. Taking into consideration the strategic significance of the Kuril Islands, especially Etorofu and Kunashir, it is not realistic to expect a major compromise from Russia over her principle position. On the other hand, Putin and the former prime minister Noda agreed to deepen their cooperation on the sea. It is notable that Noda said that Japan would like to promote concrete cooperation on the sea, including cooperation on the Arctic in the bilateral meeting with Putin. 39 While the change in strategic circumstances surrounding the Kuril Islands could make territorial disputes more complicated, there would be opportunities to expand the cooperation on the sea close to the disputed islands.
Conclusion
In the annual presidential address to the Federal Assembly on 12 December 2012, Putin stated that Russia should ensure the unity of Russia's entire territory by developing the Northern Sea Route, the Baikal-Amur Mainline (BAM), the Trans-Siberian Railway, and other transit corridors. 40 As mentioned above, the regional priority of the Asia-Pacific region was put after the Arctic region in the Concept of 2013. These official documents show Russia's principle position that integrating Russia's frontier region into the domestic market inevitably comes before strengthening the relations between the frontier region and the neighboring Asian countries.
With the revival of the Northern Sea Route, attention started to be paid to the sea lanes connecting the Sea of Japan with the Okhotsk Sea as well as with the Pacific Ocean as the gateways to an ice-free Northern Sea Route. While an ice-free Arctic could bring Russia advantages as a new commercial route and access to undeveloped natural resources from the viewpoint of economic benefits, it would open a fourth strategic front followed by Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia, and East Asia. In order to ensure her presence as an influential sea power in the Northeast Asia, Russia will strengthen the control and security in the Okhotsk Sea. Compared to the 1990s when the four disputed islands were ignored by the federal government, today these islands are likely to be granted the strategic responsibility for maritime security. On the other hand, Japan is facing the difficult problem of diversifying energy imports while reducing the dependence on nuclear power after the catastrophic earthquake on 11 March 2011.
The practical use of the Northern Sea Route should be examined carefully from various angles including the impact on the negotiations over the disputed islands between Japan and Russia. If an ice-free Arctic will be put to practical use for Northeast Asian countries, it could provoke the incentives for maritime security cooperation in the sea lanes from the Sea of Japan to the Bering Sea among the countries concerned. At the same time, the emergence of the Arctic Sea Route could be a factor that Russia needs the Kuril Islands (particularly Etorofu and Kunashir) more than ever for the security and control of the sea lanes. While respecting the historical process of negotiation over the territorial disputes, both states should establish a fruitful and pragmatic relationship responding to the change in the strategic circumstances surrounding the two countries.
